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Perceptions of stakeholders towards the choice of pronunciation norms in language teacher education in Russia

This article discusses the issue of teaching pronunciation to English Language Teaching majors in Russia. The study reveals that even though English has become an international language and now intelligibility is valued more than 'nativeness' within the EIL perspective, it is still necessary to follow a pronunciation norm in EFL teachers' education. An online survey administered to 41 ELT majors and 23 Lomonosov Moscow State University faculty members has shown that most respondents regard native-speaker pronunciation (in particular, Received Pronunciation) as the correct model to teach to the future teachers of English. Results also indicate that the closer a certain teacher's pronunciation is to that of a native speaker, the higher this teacher is regarded by their students. This study sheds light on the future of ELT education in Russia as it is based on the real opinions and perceptions of the future teachers of English who will shortly start their professional careers. 
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Introduction
In the second half of the twentieth century the attitude towards teaching pronunciation to ESL students was unequivocal: “native-like pronunciation was widely deemed as the goal of pronunciation teaching” (Chen, 2016). Received Pronunciation, or RP, was seen as “the obvious accent to choose” (Brown, 1977). Even at the beginning of the twenty-first century numerous studies demonstrated that students saw achieving native-like pronunciation, based on a certain standard, as an indispensable part of learning English (Timmis, 2002). RP norm has traditionally been used in Russia in secondary and higher education (Koleskinkova, 2015).
Nowadays, however, the concept of English as an International Language (EIL) has drastically changed the role of pronunciation instruction in EFL and ESL teaching. Much of the current research suggests that nowadays there is no need for EFL and ESL students to do their best to replicate a native-like pronunciation (Chien, 2014; Derwing, 2010). The focus has shifted to intelligibility and comprehensibility as the most important features of an ESL learners' speech. The research conducted by Chien in 2014 involving 58 pre-service English teachers has shown that the majority of them held «intelligibility to be the main principle in teaching pronunciation» (Chien, 2014). T. Derwing also states that «we are now at a point where most L2 teachers recognize that there is nothing wrong with having an accent, and that intelligibility and comprehensibility should be the goals of L2 speakers, not native-like status» (Derwing, 2010). 
However, it is frequently underlined that when it comes to EFL teachers, for whom English is a tool used in their professional careers, a certain standard should be followed by them regardless of the EIL influence (Wach, 2011). For instance, in Wach’s study (2011), involving 234 subjects, the majority of the respondents  (98% in Group A (n=132) and 83% in Group B (n=102)) agreed that “teachers of English should have native-like pronunciation”. The study by Coskun (2011) has shown that 38 of 47 respondents (senior students at the English Language Teaching department) believe that having native-like pronunciation is “very important” for a teacher of English. 
Taking this contradiction into account, it is urgent to consider whether it is necessary to follow a certain pronunciation norm in teacher education in Russia. Moreover, it is necessary to determine which pronunciation norm should be followed, remembering that nowadays there is a great variety of codified pronunciation norms (Proshina, 2015). 
The Study

Participants

To answer this question, an online survey was administered to 23 teachers (Group T) and 41 undergraduate students (Group S) at Lomonosov Moscow State University (MSU), the Faculty of Foreign Languages and Area Studies (FFLAS). The participants were asked about their perceptions towards teaching pronunciation to the future teachers of English. It needs to be mentioned that all the students who participated in this study were English Language Teaching majors and were all trained in Received Pronunciation according to the MSU FFLAS Curriculum. 
Instrument

In this study, a questionnaire was used to investigate the participants’ views. Each group of respondents was offered a set of 5 close-ended questions or statements, to which the subjects were offered to respond using a 4-point scale: 1 – I agree, 2 – I somewhat agree, 3 – I somewhat disagree and 4 – I disagree. To one of the questions the fifth point was added (5 – I have no opinion).  The last question used a different 4-point scale: 1 – always, 2 –  often, 3 – rarely, 4 – never. Moreover, each group was asked one question about the choice of the preferable pronunciation norm, where the respondents had to choose among «RP» (Received Pronunciation), «GA» (General American), «GenAus» (General Australian), «GenCan» (General Canadian) and «Other». These norms were chosen because they belong to Kachru's inner circle (Kachru, 1985) and nowadays are seen as «core varieties of English» (Hickey, 2012). At the end of the questionnaire each participant gave permission to use their anonymous answers in this study.
It is worth mentioning that it was on purpose that the “needs analysis” method was chosen. Within the learner-oriented approach to English teaching, which has been widespread in Russia since the end of the twentieth century, it is extremely important to pay attention to the students' needs which are a starting point of the whole education process (Serikov).  However, even though analysing students' needs seems to be quite a widespread type of research nowadays (Derwing, 2010; Wach, 2011; Coskun, 2011; Chien, 2014; Baker&Burry, 2016), it has not proved to be that popular in Russia yet. 
The questionnaire was posted online using the Google Forms platform. The advantages of this form of survey outweigh its disadvantages if we are considering a study with a small sample (Shashkina, 2010). The advantages include: rapid return times, automatic online storage of answers, low costs and convenience for respondents (Shashkina, 2010). 
Limitations
Due to the small number of participants in this study its results do not give a complete picture of the attitudes to teaching pronunciation norm in Russia. Moreover, it should be remembered that the survey was conducted online, which deprived those who had no access to the Internet of the right to participate. 

Results
The first question for both students (S1) and teachers (T1) asked whether students majoring in English Teaching should strive to achieve native-like pronunciation based on a certain pronunciation standard.
T1: Students majoring in English Teaching should strive to achieve native-like pronunciation based on a certain pronunciation standard.

S1: I, as a future English teacher, would like to achieve native-like pronunciation based on a certain pronunciation standard.

Table 1. 

	
	Question T1

Group T, % 

(n=23)
	Question S1

Group S, %
(n=41)

	Agree
	47,8
	92,7

	Somewhat agree
	47,8
	7,3

	Somewhat disagree
	4,3
	0

	Disagree
	0
	0


Nearly all of the participants in both groups agreed with the suggested statements. One participant in Group T stated that he/she ‘somewhat disagreed’ with the statement.
Another statement that the respondents in Group T (teachers) were offered was:

T2: I expect my students (English Teaching majors) to follow a certain pronunciation norm.
The students, in their turn, were asked whether they want their English teacher to sound like a native speaker. They had to comment on this statement:

S2: It’s important for me that an English teacher has native-like pronunciation.
Table 2.

	
	Question T2

Group T, % 

(n=23)
	Question S2

Group S, %

(n=41)

	Agree
	13
	63,4

	Somewhat agree
	65,2
	29,3

	Somewhat disagree
	17,4
	6,3

	Disagree
	4,3
	0


As it can be seen form Table 2, the majority of teachers (78,2%) agreed or somewhat agreed that they expect their students to follow a certain pronunciation norm. The majority of students (92,7%), for their part, stated that they would like their English teacher to have native-like pronunciation.
The third question asked about the preferable pronunciation norm:
T3: Which pronunciation norm do you use in your classroom?
S3: Which pronunciation norm do you think a teacher should use while teaching ELT majors?
Table 3.

	
	Question T3
Group T, % 

(n=23)
	Question S3

Group S, %

(n=41)

	RP
	69,6
	56,1

	GA
	8,7
	19,5

	GenCan
	0
	0

	GenAus
	0
	0

	Other
	21,7
	24,4


More than half of the participants in both groups stated that they preferred Received Pronunciation to be used in the classroom (Table 3). Some of the participants chose “Other”, specifying that they prefer “Mid-Atlantic”, “Both RP and GA”, A mix of the first and the second”. General Canadian and General Australian norms did not prove to be popular among Russian students and teachers who participated in the study.
The forth question concerned the connection between the English teacher’s pronunciation and the students’ attitude towards him or her as a professional:

T4: Do you think that the pronunciation of a certain English teacher can affect the students’ opinions about this teacher’s professionalism?
S4: The pronunciation of an English teacher can affect the way I see them as a professional.
Table 4.

	
	Question T4

Group T, %

(n=23)
	Question S4

Group S, %

(n=41)

	Agree
	65,2
	46,3

	Somewhat agree
	34,8
	36,6

	Somewhat disagree
	0
	4,9

	Disagree
	0
	9,8

	I have no opinion
	0
	2,4


All teachers (100%) agreed or somewhat agreed with the fact that teachers’ pronunciation can affect the way students see them as professionals (Table 4). Students showed different attitudes to the proposed statement. Almost half of the students (46,3%) agreed, while 39% somewhat agreed, 4,9% somewhat disagreed (2 students) and 9,8% (4 students) strongly disagreed and one student stated that she/he had no opinion. 
The final question asked how often teachers corrected their students’ pronunciation mistakes:
T5: How often do you correct your students’ pronunciation mistakes that do not impede communication?

S5: How often do English teachers correct your pronunciation mistakes that do not impede communication?

Table 5.

	
	Question T5

Group T, %

(n=23)
	Question S5

Group S, %

(n=41)

	Always
	30,4
	12,2

	Often
	34,8
	34,1

	Rarely
	34,8
	51,2

	Never
	0
	2,4


In general, the teachers’ responses distributed almost equally among “always”, “often” and “rarely”. It turned out that 7 out of 23 respondents in Group T always corrected their students’ mistakes in pronunciation if those mistakes did not impede communication. However, only 12% of students said that teachers always corrected their mistakes. Most of them (51,2%) stated that it happened rarely.
Discussion
The study has shown that despite the popular belief that nowadays acquiring native-like pronunciation should not necessarily be the goal of studying English pronunciation, most students (English Language Teaching majors) and teachers at FFLAS MSU think that an English teacher should follow a certain pronunciation norm. This attitude can be explained by the fact that at the end of the twentieth century, when most of those who are now teachers were enrolled in higher education, following a certain pronunciation norm was an indispensable part of learning English. There was only one “norm-provider” – a native speaker belonging to the Inner circle of Kachru - and everyone was encouraged to follow his example (Proshina, 2015). As for the choice of a particular pronunciation norm, it should be mentioned that most of the respondents opted for Received Pronunciation. This choice was probably influenced by the fact that RP has traditionally been the norm chosen for the means of teaching English at the level of higher education in Russia (Kolesnikova, 2015). Moreover, all students who participated in the survey were trained in RP according to the MSU FFLAS Curriculum. Some respondents have also chosen GA (8,7% in Group T and 19,5% in Group S), which can be explained by the cultural and political influence of the US as well as the fact that this standard is widely represented in EFL textbooks, as opposed to General Australian and General Canadian Standards. 
It should be noted that, as the data in Table 3 shows, a significant number of respondents have chosen “Other”, stating that they use a pronunciation norm which was not on the list. It is quite difficult to determine whether a certain pronunciation variant represents a codified pronunciation norm, according to R. Hickey (2012), because while written standards are codified “overtly”, spoken standards, except for British and American English, are codified by their users: «Pronunciation judgements by such speakers are then made by implicitly comparing their own speech with that of others assumed not to speak the standard» [Hickey, 2012 : 17]. However, it is clear that the notion of «standard» or «norm» in general is free from any attachment to a certain region or a social class, it usually corresponds to the whole country or continent (General British, General American, Australian English etc.) [Hickey, 2012 : 21, 23]. 

The first suggestion made in «Other» section by one of the teachers was «Mid-Atlantic”. According to Atlas of North American English (Labov, Ash, Boberg, 2006), Mid-Atlantic is a dialect characteristic of a particular geographical region. Moreover, Mid-Atlantic was extremely popular in the middle of the twentieth century in the film industry as it was a variant easily understood on both sides of the Atlantic (LaBouff, 2008). According to the Oxford Dictionary, a dialect is “a particular form of a language which is peculiar to a specific region or social group”  (Oxford Dictionaries, 2017). Standard, as it has been mentioned, is free from any associations with a particular region or social group [Hickey, 2012: 21, 23]. Thus, Mid-Atlantic cannot be considered as a pronunciation standard or norm.

It is also a debatable question whether we should consider a mix of two norms as a norm (“Both RP and GA”, A mix of the first and the second” – variants suggested by the respondents).  According to O. Akhmanova, pronunciation norm is “a set of rules restricting the use of language units in one’s speech or writing” (Akhmanova, 2014). It is evident that some “rules” of RP contradict those of GA, as, for instance, pronouncing [r] sound before consonants and at the end of words or using different phonemes in the same word - [a:sk] in RP and [æsk] in GA. Consequently, we cannot call a mix of two norms a norm because of these significant contradictions. 
As it can be seen from Table 4, most respondents agreed or somewhat agreed that ESL teachers' pronunciation has a direct influence on the way students see them as professionals. However, there were some differences between the responses provided by the respondents from the two groups: in Group T 65,2% agreed with the statement, while in Group S the section ‘agree’ scored only 46,3%. The fact that teachers were more certain of this dependence can be explained by their richer experience in the field as well as broader knowledge about what actually makes a teacher competent. Moreover, it is possible that the respondents in Group T tried to make a 'correct' choice, answering 'as students would'. As for the question about the pronunciation mistakes (Table 5), the differences between the results in Group T and Group S can be explained by the following reasons: (1) respondents in Group S did not want to reveal that their pronunciation was always or often corrected; (2) respondents in Group T said that they corrected their students’ mistakes more often as they thought this was the ‘correct’ answer. 
Conclusions 
The study has shown that despite the worldwide tendency to reduce the importance of acquiring native-like pronunciation, Russian teachers and ELT majors still believe that it is necessary to follow a particular pronunciation norm while teaching English to those for whom this language is a professional tool. Even though this study is too small to make any conclusions about how exactly we should teach pronunciation norms to future ESL teachers within the EIL perspective, it is the first step in determining exact guidelines regarding this problem. Further studies could consider the views of stakeholders involved in other levels of education. A similar questionnaire could be administered to secondary school English teachers and students, taking into account that English is most likely going to become one of the compulsory Russian Unified State Exams along with the Russian Language and Mathematics by 2020. 
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